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What’s really at stake in understanding
when and how Christ will return?
/ ^ i hristians who wonder why
■ ' the Jews failed to identify
Christ as the promised Mes1 J siah have little reason to feel
superior. Even before the
apostles died, early Christians were
misinterpreting prophecies of
Christ’s second coming. And
through the centuries, believers have
promoted scores of fallacious concepts, the current Secret Rapture
option being one. Following are the
most prominent.
They are not presented for your
perusal simply as historic facts to be
collected and collated with academic detachment. You are about to
follow a trail of deceit that has at its
end a deadly masquerade of cosmic
magnitude. Proceed with prayer.

First Century
Theologians understand well
Peter’s complaint that “our dear
brother Paul” writes letters in which
are “some things that are hard to
understand, which ignorant and
unstable people distort” (2 Peter
3:15, 16, NIV). One example relates
to the time of Christ’s return. Believers in Thessalonika thought the endtime events Paul spoke of were
already taking place, and thus
expected Christ’s return in their day.
In fact, some were quoting Paul as
saying that “the day of the Lord has*
*Recently retired, Jack Blanco was Dean
of the School of Religion and Ellen G.
White Chair at Southern Adventist
University in Collegedale, Tennessee.
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cept of the Second Coming. The
return of Christ, he taught, takes
place when he comes into the soul,
thus uniting the believer with him self. The enlightenment of the believer through the writings of the
prophets and apostles is C hrists
second coming, and it is in this
sense that the believer enters the
kingdom of God.2
Origens spiritualizing theology
tainted his overall understanding of
Scripture. The Word of God, he
believed, had three parts: body, soul,
and spirit. Each part represented a
legitimate level of biblical interpretation. Origin compared the literal
meaning to the body. The soul of
Scripture constituted its moral
teaching. The third level, which only
the “perfect” could comprehend,
were the Bibles spiritual teachings.3
Since the Bible is a spiritual book, a
person could find its true meaning
only by spiritualizing it. Thus Origin could speak of the coming of
Christ in the “prophetic clouds” and
the end of the age as the crucifixion
of the world in the hearts of believers, m eaning that for them the
world had become dead.4 How one
interprets Scripture does indeed
matter.

already come” (2 Thess. 2:2). As evidence, some offered imagined revelations of the Holy Spirit; others circulated a letter supposedly written
by Paul to confirm their views.1One
has only to refer to events preceding
October 22, 1844 to imagine the
results!
The confusion among the Thessalonian believers led Paul to clarify
what he had taught them. In a second letter he wrote: “Let no one
deceive you by any means, for that
Day will not come unless the falling
away comes first, and the man of sin
is revealed, the son of perdition; who
opposes and exalts himself above all
that is called God or that is worshiped; so that he sits as God in the
temple of God, showing himself that
he is God. Do you not remember
that when I was still with you, I told
you these things?” (2 Thess. 2:3-5,
NKJV).**
Third Century
Origen, a theologian of some
note, is better known to most
Adventists for his views on Sunday
worship than his spiritualized con**Did Paul just change his mind? Some
scholars wedded to higher-critical methods
would have us think so. Didn’t Paul say that
“we,” the living, would be caught up with
dead loved ones? (1 Thess. 4:13-18). It was
when that didn’t happen, that he said a
“falling away” must first occur (2 Thess. 2:14). Those with a high view o f Scripture will
hold that the Thessalonian believers, not
Paul, had the false expectations.

Fifth Century
Augustines understanding of the
second coming of Christ influenced
the Christian Church for centuries.
One of the Latin Church Fathers, he
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believed that the Second Advent
occurs when Christ comes into the
heart of believers, but he did not
preclude, as Origin did, the literal
return of Christ from heaven.
Rather, he taught that Christ’s millennial reign began when he was
here and would continue for 1,000
years before his return. He believed
the Second Coming occurs little by
little and piece by piece through
Christ’s presence in his church;
when the whole church is filled with
his spiritual presence, he will return
in person.5
Just prior to Augustine’s time,
the Roman Empire under Constantine had become nominally Christian. Thus the empire was no longer
the seat of evil, which instead
reigned in the heart of pagans.
They, Augustine said, constituted
the millennial abyss to which,
according to the Book of Revelation, Satan had been assigned. In
this sense, the great controversy
between good and evil is between
the “City of God” and the “City of
the Devil.”6
The elect make up the City of
God, and the church is the kingdom
of Heaven, inhabited by the saints.
Therefore, the City of God— the
visible, hierarchically organized
church— must rule more and more
of the world. This status is attained
through a close relationship with
the Christian state, which must promote the true worship of God by

punishing and suppressing heresy.
Thus the “City of God” is to overcome the “City of the Devil.”7With
some modifications, this view is
still the understanding of many
Roman Catholics.
15th Century
Not until the Reformation did
anyone challenge Augustine’s equating the millennium and the second
coming of Christ with the triumph
of the Roman Church. The Reformation brought not only a shift in the
doctrine of salvation by its emphasis
on justification by faith but also a reemphasis on the biblical second
coming of Christ. Luther and Calvin
emphasized that believers should
anticipate and prepare for the Second Advent. Luther, however, while
seeing events in Europe as signs of
the end, spoke at various times of the
Second Coming as being 100,200, or
even 300 years away.8
Calvin, on the other hand, simply admonished believers to watch
and be ready. Both he and Luther,
far from equating the Roman
Catholic Church with the Kingdom
of God on earth, believed the pope
to be the Antichrist. And both held
that the final struggle between the
true church and the false, now
begun, would culminate in the second coming of Christ.9
18th Century
When in 1798 Timothy Dwight,
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When in 1798 Timothy Dwight, president of Yale
University, gave his Fourth of July sermon, he enthusiastically
spoke of Chris fs coming being at the door. What
he had in mind, however, was not a literal Advent,
as some have assumed.

president of Yale University, gave his
Fourth of July sermon, he enthusiastically spoke of Christs coming
being at the door. What he had in
mind, however, was not a literal
Advent, as some have assumed.
Rather, he envisioned a spiritual
Advent, such as had been popularized by Daniel Whitby, an English
commentator. His theory: Prior to
the Second Advent, the world
would be converted by the mighty
power of the Holy Spirit; and a
thousand years of peace would culminate in Christ’s personal return.10
Whitby failed to note that Christ
had not said all the world would be
converted before his coming; rather
only that the gospel of the kingdom
should be preached in all the world
for a witness unto all nations; then
the end would come.
But, by the time of Dwights sermon, the concept of a temporal
millennium had been adopted by
the majority of evangelical ministers. This “spiritualizing” of the Second Coming had a profound
impact on the Protestant Church.
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Anticipating a thousand years of
peace and righteousness, most
members no longer anticipated seeing Christs return.11 A scriptural
corrective was to come from a most
unlikely source— Manuel de Lacunza, a Jesuit missionary priest.
Lacunza wrote a book entitled, The
Coming of the Messiah in Glory and
Majesty, which asserted that Christ
would return at the beginning of
the millennium . His writings,
which awakened many to the imminent, literal return of Christ, m otivated restudy of the prophecies,
including, under William Miller, the
2300-day prophecy.
The Millerites, like other premillennialists, thought Christ’s kingdom would be established on Earth.
They differed, however, in believing
that probation would first close,
and that only the redeemed would
inhabit the Earth during the thousand years. Seventh-day Adventists,
however, soon determined that the
saints would be in heaven during
the 1,000 years, with a resurrection
marking the periods beginning and
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With the new century came new and more sophisticated
assaults on Scripture. The higher-critical approach to
the Bible had begun to impact the theological world in the
m id 1800s, and by 1900 had had a devastating impact
on the doctrine of the second coming of Christ.

end. The righteous would be resurrected at the first, the wicked at the
second. Subsequently, they would
be confronted with the consequences of their sins prior to the
Lord’s creation of a new heaven and
a new earth.

these attempts succeeded, Jesus died
a disillusioned man. This past-time
focus on the parousia is called “Consistent Eschatology.”
Reacting to Schweitzer’s interpretation, theologian C. H. Dodd offered “Realized Eschatology,” based
on texts of Scripture that emphasize
the kingdom of God has come. He
meant that Jesus did not fail; the
kingdom of God is already present.
Jesus’ ministry is a timeless and successful fact. The kingdom is here. We
must only decide to accept it.12
A third example of scriptural
misapplication is Inaugurated Eschatology, offered by J. A. T. Robinson, a student of Dodd. Robinson
saw Christ’s parousia as happening
whenever Christ comes in love and
power displaying the signs of his
presence. Inaugurated by Jesus’
death and resurrection, this new
phase of God’s kingdom is yet to be
fully achieved. Therefore, we live in
anticipation of what is yet to be.
Thus Robinson placed the focus of
the Second Coming on the future,
but not on Christ’s imminent, literal

20th Century
With the new century came new
and more sophisticated assaults on
Scripture. The higher-critical approach to the Bible had begun to
impact the theological world in the
mid-1800s, and by 1900 had had a
devastating impact on the doctrine of
the second coming of Christ. One
example comes from the writings of
Albert Schweitzer—well-known m usician, theologian, and later missionary-physician— in his influential
work The Quest of the Historical Jesus.
First published in 1906, it confined
the message of the coming kingdom
to the time of Christ. Through
preaching, through his disciples, and
finally by his own sacrifice, said
Schweitzer, Jesus sought to establish
the kingdom of God. Since none of
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lion to lie down with the lamb.

coming.
In vogue among evangelicals
today is the Secret Rapture, essentially based on a misunderstanding
of Matthew 24:40-44 and 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. The expression in
Matthew, “one shall be taken and the
other left,” and the expression in
Thessalonians, “we shall be caught
up in the clouds,” are thought to
mean that the saints will be secretly
snatched away, an event that could
happen at any moment, since we are
living in end-time. [For a fuller look
at this belief, see PD 6:2, 2001, “Shhhhh! Its the Secret Rapture,” by
Samuele Bacchiocchi.]

A.D. 2002
An Adventist Sabbath school
teacher tells a class of new converts
of a “counterfeit second coming,” by
one who will impersonate Christ. He
reminds them of lesus’ response
when his disciples asked, “When will
these things be? And what will be the
sign of your coming?”
“‘Take heed that no one deceives
you’” (see Matthew 24:1-4, NKJV).
“‘Satan himself masquerades as
an angel of light’” (2 Cor. 11:14,
NIV).
“‘Let no one deceive you by any
means, for that Day will not come
unless the falling away comes first,
and the man of sin is revealed, the
son o f perdition; who opposes and
exalts himself above all that is called
God or that is worshiped; so that he
sits as God in the temple of God,
showing himself that he is God. Do
you not remember that when I was
still with you I told you these
things?”’ (2 Thess. 2:3-5, NKIV).
“When lesus comes the second
time,” the Sabbath school teacher
continues, quoting Scripture: “‘The
Lord Himself will descend from
heaven with a shout, with the voice
of an archangel, and with the trum pet of God. And the dead in Christ
will rise first. Then we who are alive
and remain shall be caught up
together with them in the clouds to
meet the Lord in the air. And thus we

21st Century
Not only the Secret Rapture, but
also the core beliefs of all the theories of the Second Advent mentioned above are in one form or
another in vogue today. In the New
Age m ovem ent’s emphasis on
“Christ within us,” we recognize elements of Origen’s spiritual enlightenment theory;13 the Roman
Catholic Church has not shed the
concept of the world becoming
Catholic before the coming of
Christ; higher critics continue to
mold the Second Coming into
unscriptural subsets; and the evangelical com m unity nurtures the
W hitbyan concept of a coming
1,000-year golden age of peace.
Swords are yet expected to be
turned into pruning hooks, and the

47

https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol6/iss4/4

6

Blanco: Let No One Deceive You
shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these
words’” (1 Thess. 4:16-18, NKJV).
“It is after the millennium,” the
teacher says, citing Revelation chapters 20-22, “that God sets his eternal
kingdom on the ‘new earth.’”

whole continents. Then, just as the
extermination of the human race
seems imminent, a great, glowing
being appears in the capitals of
earth. The glory that surrounds him
surpasses the wildest reaches of
imagination, and the nations’ leaders fall to their knees before him.
Within hours, television broadcasts
the scenes around the world, and
from every corner of earth a shout of
trium ph resounds: “Christ has
returned! Christ has returned!
C hrist.. . . ”

21st Century +
Everything on Earth seems to be
spiraling into a black hole of
unimaginable darkness and horror.
International currencies are worthless. War and disease are convulsing
A

L A M P

W I T H O U T

O I L

I

1 he warnings of the word of God

regarding the perils surrounding the Christian church belong to us
today. As in the days of the apostles men tried by tradition and philosophy to destroy faith in the Scriptures, so today, by the pleasing
sentiments of higher criticism, evolution, spiritualism, theosophy,
and pantheism, the enemy of righteousness is seeking to lead souls
into forbidden paths. To many, the Bible is as a lamp without oil,
because they have turned their minds into channels of speculative
belief that bring misunderstanding and confusion. The work of
higher criticism, in dissecting, conjecturing, reconstructing, is
destroying faith in the Bible as a divine revelation. It is robbing
God’s word of power to control, uplift, and inspire human lives.—
Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, 1911, p. 474.
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Or is it really Christ?
During the following weeks,
Earth’s visitor promises a new order
of things, a reconstructed society in
which there will be no more injustice, poverty, disease, and death.
From his lips come words from the
Sermon on the Mount, words that
hundreds of millions of children
have memorized in Sunday school
classes. . . . And like little children,
the world rejoices.
Do we still need to ask why is it
important for us to believe not only
in the certainty of the second coming of Christ, but also to understand
the events connected with his coming?
□
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